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A study ofA sexual transmission of Zika virus 
among mice (link to paper 
(http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii 
/S2211124717301134)) 


demonstratesA beautifullyA that viral nucleic acid 
detected by polymerase chain reaction (PCR) is 


not the same as infectious virus. 





Male mice were infected with Zika virus and then mated with female mice. Efficient sexual 
transmission of the virus from males to females was observed. This observation in itself is 


very interesting but is not the focus of Amy comments. 


To understand the dynamics of sexual transmission, the authors measured Zika virus 
shedding in seminal fluid - by both PCR, to detect viral RNA, and by plaque assay, to detect 


infectious virus. The results are surprising (see figure - drawn in my hotel room). 


Zika virus RNA persisted in semen for up to 60 days - far longer than did infectious virus, 


which could not be detected after about three weeks. 
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Despite the presence of Zika virus RNA in seminal fluid for at least 60 days after infection, 
these mice are not likely to transmit virus after a few weeks. There is a lower limit of 
detection of the plaque assay - approximately 10 plaque forming units/ml - whether that 


would be sufficient to transmit infection is a good question. 


Why Zika viral RNA and not infectious virus would persist for so long is an important and 


unanswered question thatA should definitely be studied. 


Recently many papersA have been published which demonstrate that Zika virus and 
Ebolavirus can persist in a variety of human fluids for extendedA periods of time. These 
results have been interpreted with alarm, both by scientists and by science writers. However, 
in most cases the assays were done by PCR, not by plaque assay, and therefore we do not 
know if infectious virus is present. Viral RNA would not constitute a threat to transmission, 


while infectious virus would. 


The lesson from this study is very clear - in novel experimental or epidemiological A studies it 
is important to prove that any viral nucleic acid detected by PCR is actually infectious virus. 


Failing to do so clouds the conclusions of the study. 
There are fewA excuses for failing to measure viral infectivity by plaque assays. Please don’t 
tell me it’s too much work - that’s a poor excuse on which to base selection of an assay. Even 


if your virus doesn’t form plaques there are alternatives for measuring infectious virus. 


If you are wondering how a plaque assay is done, check out my short video below. 
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